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ABSTRACT

Trusting the Dating Partner in the Face of
Relationship Problems and Uncertainty:
The Moderating Role of
Parents and Friends

by

Rebecca Johnson, Master of Science
Utah State University, 2006

Major Professor: Sylvia Niehuis
Department: Family, Consumer, and Human Development

Using a sample of 82 college students in dating relationships, this study is an
examination of the moderating effect of parents' and friends' approval of the dating
relationship on the associations between participants' individual characteristics (age, selfesteem, and own agreeableness) and relationship characteristics (love, ambivalence,
conflict, conflict resolution effectiveness, and perception of the partner's agreeableness)
with trust. The results of the hierarchical regression analyses showed that approval of the
relationship by parents and friends moderated the relationship between individual
characteristics and relationship characteristics with trust. Specifically, friends' approval
of the relationship moderated the association between self-esteem and age with trust,
whereas parents' approval of the relationship moderated the association between love,
conflict, ambivalence, and conflict resolution effectiveness, with trust. The findings
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contribute to research and theory on dyadic trust, uncertainty reduction, and social
network approval.
(113 pages)
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INTRODUCTION

Trust in the dating or marriage partner has long been considered important for the
quality and stability of romantic relationships (Canary & Spitzberg, 1989; Larzelere &
Huston, 1980; Rempel & Holmes, 1989). Being able to trust other people, especially
dating or marriage partners is of great importance to most people (QuiiUl & Odell, 1998),
and without trust, close personal relationships CaiUlot flourish (Hatfield, 1984). But, how
do we know that we can trust our partner? What makes us come to believe that our
partner is trustworthy?
Theoretical thinking on the development of trust (Rempel & Holmes, 1989)
suggests that we look for clues in the relationship with the partner. For example, does our
partner's behavior indicate that he or she has our best interest at heart? Research on trust
also suggests that some people may find it easier to trust their partner than others.
Insecurely attached people, for instance, find it much harder to trust their partner than
securely attached people (Rempel & Holmes). Research on trust does not suggest,
however, that we look outside the relationship for additional information that would
make it easier for us to trust our partner. It is conceivable, however, that people do look
outside their relationship to members of their social network for information that would
help them to trust their partner. This is especially likely if the experiences in our
.relationship with our partner are problematic (e.g., the couple argues frequently and is not
able to resolve conflicts to the satisfaction of both partners) and if we are still very young
and, thus, inexperienced in matters of close personal relationships.
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People outside the relationship whom one may consult for information about his
or her personal relationship include parents and friends. Little is known, however, about
the role each of these two groups of people play in helping a person decide how much
they can trust their partner. Do both groups have an equal influence on people's dating
relationships? Are individuals in dating relationships more likely to trust their partner
when their parents approve of their relationship, or when their friends express their
approval?
Both the literature on trust and that on social network approval are relatively
small, even though an increasing number of researchers have pointed out that individuals
and their relationships are embedded in a social environment which affects the
individuals in the relationship, their dyadic processes, and the outcome of their
relationship (Niehuis, Huston, & Rosenband, 2006; Sprecher, Felmlee, Orbuch, &
Willetts, 2002). Moreover, scientists have made the case that the commonly used global
measures of relationship satisfaction and quality as outcome measures obscure specific
properties of relationships, such as trust (Canary & Cupach, 1988).
The present study, thus, examined the following two research questions:
I. Do (a) characteristics of the participants (such as their age and their level of selfesteem), (b) characteristics of the relationship with their partner (such as their feelings of
love for the partner and the amounfof conflict in the relationship), and (c) perceived
approval of the relationship by parents and friends predict trust in the dating partner?
2. Does perceived approval of the relationship by parents and friends moderate the
relationship between the characteristics of the participants, and the characteristics of the
relationship, with trust in the dating partner?

3
LITERATURE REVIEW

This section discusses, first, the theoretical background on trust, and second, the
research on social network approval. It begins by looking at trust as a general
predisposition, and then at dyadic trust. Next, the empirical research regarding
characteristics individuals bring into relationships, as well as characteristics that emerge
from the relationship of the two partners are examined. Then social network approval is
discussed, by examining the idea of uncertainty reduction, and the empirical literature on
social network approval, differentiating between approval by parents and friends. The
section concludes with a statement of the hypotheses derived from the review of the
literature.

Trust

Theoretical Background on Trust

Trust as a General Predisposition
Research addressing the subject of trust began to appear in the mid to late 1900's,
when personality psychologists like Erikson and Bowlby tried to describe how
individuals develop the ability to trust. Erikson (I 950) was one of the first to argue that
trust develops as a result of individuals' experiences with their mother. He theorized that
individual differences in people's abilities to trust depend on their varying experiences
within this key relationship. Erikson described trust as a basic human attitude of deep
faith in one's self, the people around us, and our own culture and society.
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According to Erikson (1950), individuals have to go through several stages and
resolve several crises as they begin to develop their personal identity. The first crisis a
person must resolve is called basic trust versus basic mistrust. If an infant learns that his
mother will feed him when he is hungry, will comfort him when he is frightened or in
pain, and will consistently return after going out of his sight, the child will develop the
ability to trust the mother, and eventually be able to transfer this trust to other
relationships. On the other hand, if an infant learns that he cannot rely on his mother, he
will be unable to resolve this crisis. If mistrust consistently wins over trust, the child will
likely form a mistrusting orientation toward others and their environment. In later life,
manifestations of mistrust might include frustration, lack of self-esteem, suspiciousness,
and withdrawal (Miller, 1993),
Like Erikson (1950), Bowlby (1982) theorized about the development of trust.
His attachment theory is similar to Erikson's theory in that he also believed that trust is
formed through interaction with a primary caregiver. According to Bowlby, children
become attached to their primary caregiver at an early age. This attachment serves an
evolutionary purpose, namely the survival of the child, and thus the gene and the species.
A child's attachment is expressed in various attachment behaviors, such as crying,
clinging, etc. It elicits in the primary caregiver caregiving behaviors, such as picking up
the child, speaking to him in a soft voice, holding, etc. Thus, when children perceive
physical or psychological danger (e.g., the approach of a stranger, hunger, or illness) they
display attachment behaviors. The primary caregiver, in tum, responds with caregiving
behavior. As Mary Ainsworth's (1967; Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978)
research has shown, not all caregivers respond to their children's distress in

t~e

same

5
manner. Some are more responsive to their child's needs than others. Based on the
caregiver' s behavior, the child forms mental models or working models of themselves
and the caregiver. For example, if the mother consistently picks up the child and soothes
him whenever the child is distressed, the child learns that the mother is a trustworthy and
dependable person (mental model of the caregiver), and that the child is worthy of the
caring behavior of the mother (mental model of the self). If, on the other hand, the mother
does not respond consistently with warm and affectionate behavior, but is either
consistently cold and avoidant, or responds only some of the time to the child's needs, his
mental model of the mother will be different (the primary caregiver is not trustworthy}, as
will be his model of himself (1, the child, am not worthy of constant warm, supportive
care).
According to Bowlby (1982), the mental models people form as infants become
stronger and more rigid over time, because new experiences are often interpreted in light
of the already existing mental models. The mental models, in tum, affect our perceptions,
feelings, and behaviors toward others.
Research on adult romantic attachment demonstrated that mental models formed
during infancy continue to exert their influence in adulthood (e.g., Collins & Read, 1990;
Feeney & Noller, 1990). The ability to trust others, including a dating or marriage
partner, is based on one's relationships with one' s primary caregiver and one's
subsequent experiences in other close relationships. Some people are more trusting than
others (Bowlby, 1982). Securely attached people, for instance, describe themselves as
more trusting than avoidant or anxious-ambivalent individuals (Hazan & Shaver, 1987).
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Looking at the development of trust through the attachment lens, explains how
trust came to be looked at primarily as a stable personality characteristic in early research
on trust. Julian Rotter (1967, 1971, 1980), one of the earliest researchers to examine
trust, agreed that trust developed through interaction with others. He went beyond earlier
thinking, however, by arguing that an individual's general predisposition to trust others is
influenced not just by interaction with parents, but by interaction with any social agent.
Arguing from the perspective of social learning theory, Rotter (1967) suggested
that past experience might not be the only determining factor in an individual's
orientation to trust. Instead, one's behavior and judgments depend on an expectancy
(learned through experience) that a particular behavior will lead to a given outcome or
reinforcement. Thus, trust begins to develop based on the positive and negative outcomes
one experiences not just with parents, but also with peers, teachers, and other people in a
variety of social interactions. With time, the individual will develop a generalized
expectancy of trust or distrust towards others with regard to whether an individual or
group of people can be relied upon.
Lindskold and Bennett (1973) extended Rotter's (1967, 1971, 1980) ideas by
asserting that trust is not just the result of expectations based on previous experiences, but
that it also depends on the motives one perceives in others. Thus, when one perceives
another to have selfish intentions, trust is unlikely to develop, but if another is perceived
as altruistic, trust is likely to occur.
In summary, Erikson (1950), Bowlby (1982), and Ainsworth (1967) argued that
an individual's ability to trust others depends on early experiences with the primary
caregiver. Rotter (1967, 1971, 1980) and others (Lindskold & Bennett, 1973) went
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beyond this thinking to argue that observations of others and reinforcement in society
are additional influencing factors in the development of a generalized disposition to trust
others. All of these researchers agreed, however, that trust is a predisposition toward
others, resulting from a process of socialization, which may remain stable over time and
exert influence on people's relationships with others.

Dyadic Trust
As the study of trust began to slowly evolve over time, social psychologists,
rather than researchers of personality and individual differences, began examining trust in
the context of close personal relationships. These researchers began to conceptualize trust
not just as a personality characteristic or disposition, but as an interpersonal concept.
Thus, they recognized trust not just as a general outlook, but as something that is
dependent on the interactional context, and can be influenced by another person.
Several researchers began examining dyadic trust. Larzelere and Huston ( 1980)
criticized previous research for its failure to adequately define trust in close relationships,
as well as the lack of satisfactory measures of dyadic trust. In their work, they set out to
remedy these deficiencies by operationalizing trust as a dyadic concept and by
developing a new measurement instrument, which they called the Dyadic Trust Scale.
According to Larzelere and Huston, trust is a person's belief that the partner is honest,
.sincere, and benevolent, having one' s best interest at heart.
Similarly, Johnson-George and Swap (1982) believed that "the process of trusting
another, if it is to be truly understood, must be investigated in the context of an evolving,
shared association between individuals" (p. 1316). Thus, they developed a 69 item
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item questionnaire designed to assess the varieties of interpersonal trust held by one
individual for a specific other in close relationships. Specifically, they differentiated
between general trust, emotional trust, reliability (keeping commitments), dependability
(confidence in another's helping or assisting when needed), and physical trust (physical
safety and well-being).
Rempel, Holmes, and Zanna ( 1985) also studied dyadic or relational trust. They
proposed a model for the development of trust that included three stages: (I)
predictability, (2) dependability, and (3) faith . Predictability is the first requirement for
developing trust, and rests on the consistency of a partner's behavior. Dependability is
considered to be the degree to which the partner is judged to be reliable and honest. Faith
is the leap one makes beyond visible evidence of trustworthiness based on observed
behavior and inferred dispositions, to a conviction that a partner can be relied on to
respond to one's needs and show care now and in the future. According to the model,
each stage is necessary and none are mutually exclusive for trust to be able to develop.

Empirical Research on Trust

With a basic understanding of the theoretical background on the concept of trust,
we can begin to look at how theory has been tested in empirical studies.

An Individual 's Characteristics and Trust
As noted earlier, an individual's general predisposition, or the qualities with
which a person enters close relationships, such as personality characteristics and selfesteem, may influence whether the person is more likely to trust another person.
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Agreeableness. Research has shown that personality characteristics in general,

and agreeableness in particular, have an effect on relationship characteristics and quality
(Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Kelly & Conley, 1987; Kurdek, 1998) and are associated
with a person's attachment style (Shaver & Brennan, 1992). Agreeableness is associated
with positive emotion (Larsen & Ketelaar, 1991), intimate relations (Graziano &
Eisenberg, 1997), relationship satisfaction, behaviors that reduce conflict, a secure rather
than avoidant adult attachment style, self-perceptions of trust, and partner-perceptions of
trust (Gonzaga, Keltner, Londahl, & Smith, 2001). Thus, a person who has an agreeable
disposition (i.e., who is helpful, good natured, courteous, soft-hearted, selfless,
sympathetic, etc.) rather than a disagreeable disposition (i.e., who is irritable,
uncooperative, ruthless, selfish, callous, etc.), should be more likely to perceive the
partner in a positive light, engage less in behavior that brings about conflict in the
relationship, engage more in behaviors that would attempt to resolve conflict in a
mutually beneficial manner, and love and trust the dating partner more. Similarly, one's
perception of their partner's agreeableness should also be associated with more trust in
the partner.
Self-esteem. Several studies have shown an association between a person's self-

esteem and trust in their partner (e.g., Collins & Read, 1990; Feeney & Noller, 1990;
Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Most of these studies have used attachment theory as their
framework, because, as has been discussed earlier, attachment theory argues that people
form mental models of themselves (and others) based on their early interactions with
their primary caregiver. Over time, these mental models are supposed to become stronger
and more difficult to change and influence adult romantic relationships. Thus, a person
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with a negative model of the self, such as low self-esteem, should find it harder to trust
others, including the dating partner.

Relationship Characteristics and Trust
According to social psychologists' theorizing on trust, trust in the partner should
develop based on the interactions with the partner and the characteristics of the couple
relationship. Relationship characteristics are those feelings, behaviors, and cognitions that
emerge as the result of interaction with the partner. Thus, feelings of love for the partner,
ambivalence about the relationship and the partner, perceptions of the partner' s
agreeableness, conflict, and conflict resolution effectiveness in the relationship may
influence whether the person is likely to trust the partner.
Love. The strongest needs of partners in intimate relationships are to love and be
loved. Studies that have looked at the relationship between trust and love have
consistently found a positive correlation between the two concepts (Dion & Dion, 1976;
Driscoll, Davis, & Lipetz, 1972; Gonzaga et al., 200 I ; Larzelere & Huston, 1980;
Rempel et al., 1985). Thus, a person who loves the partner should also be more likely to
trust that person.
Conflict, ambivalence, and conflict resolution. According to Rempel and Holmes
( 1989), the development of interdependence between two partners is a critical component
in the growth of trust. They contended that trust in the partner is developed based on
observation of the partner' s behavior in diagnostic situations. In other words, people do
not blindly trust their partner, but observe their partners ' behavior in situations where the
partner can either behave in a trustworthy or untrustworthy manner. If a person sees that
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the partner' s behavior in difficult situations is consistently trustworthy, this perception
will likely elicit feelings of trust in the partner, because the person's behavior
communicates positive intentions, goals, values, or motives. For example, how a person
behaves during conflicts reveals whether the person is interested in finding a compromise
with the partner, in "winning the argument," or in getting their own way. A person who is
willing to compromise will be perceived as more trustworthy than a person who is
interested in his or her own benefit. In a relationship in which the partner is consistently
interested in getting her own way, winning the argument, etc., it is likely that feelings of
ambivalence about the partner and the relationship will arise and be associated with less
trust in the partner.
Several studies show that conflict resolution behavior is associated with trust. For
example, Wieselquist, Rusbult, Foster, and Agnew (1999) found that perceived partner
accommodation and sacrifice were associated with enhanced trust in the partner.
Additionally, Rempel, Ross, and Holmes (2001) found that attributiona1 statements that
intimate partners communicate to one another correlated with trust in close relationships
(e.g., "I feel angry because you criticized me" or "I feel confident in you because you
thought about my needs"). In high trust relationships attributions focused on positive
aspects of the relationship, while in low trust relationships they served to minimize
potential conflict. Finally, Kline and Stafford (2004) found that relationship maintenance
behaviors, such as communicating openly about issues, and sharing tasks, significantly
predicted trust in spouses.
Additional research on the relationship between conflict resolution and trust has
shown that (a) empathic or sensitive reactions to conflict (Dion & Dion, 1976; Larzelere
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& Huston, 1980), (b) constructive techniques in marital communication (Doherty &
Ryder, 1979), and (c) communication satisfaction, partner competence, and the absence
of competition and primacy of personal over relational goals during conflict resolution
(Canary & Cupach, 1988; Canary & Spitzberg, 1989) contributed to feelings of trust in
the partner. Together, these studies suggest that conflict behavior, feelings of
ambivalence, and conflict resolution effectiveness can either contribute to or detract from
the development of trust in close relationships. Thus, conflict in the relationship and
feelings of ambivalence about the partner and the relationship should be associated with
less trust in the partner, whereas constructive conflict resolution should be associated
with greater trust in the partner.

Social Network Approval

The empirical research studies examined so far provide support for the notion that
people may bring into the relationship qualities that may make it more easy or difficult to
trust the other partner (e.g., one's own personality, self-esteem), and that trust in the
partner is dependent on a variety of features of the dyadic relationship, such as one's own
feelings for the partner (e.g., love), interactions with the partner (e.g., conflict, conflict
resolution effectiveness), and one's perception of the partner (e.g., the partner's
personality). These individual and dyadic characteristics function as clues that provide
the person with information about the trustworthiness of the partner. But what about clues
which come from outside the relationship?
The theory on the development of trust makes no reference to the importance of
other clues, outside of the couple, that may help a person decide whether or not, and how
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much, to trust their partner. Niehuis and her colleagues (2006) and other proponents of
ecological models (e.g., Felmlee, 2001; Huston, 2000), however, argue that factors
outside the relationship, such as one's social network, may have a strong influence on the
development of dating relationships and may moderate the relationship between the
person's (individual) characteristics and relational (dyadic) variables with trust. After all,
"no couple is an island" (Felmlee, p. 1259), but exists in the context of other social
relationships, such as relationships with family and friends. These other relationships
impinge upon the individual and the couple relationship and, thus, may influence the
level of trust in one' s partner.

Uncertainty Reduction

One way in which the social network may affect the relationship between
individual characteristics and dyadic characteristics with trust is by reducing the person' s
feelings of uncertainty about the partner or the relationship. According to the theory of
uncertainty reduction (Berger, 1979, 1987), relationships tend to be maintained and are
likely to develop when each partner's feelings of uncertainty about the other or their
relationship are reduced. When people are uncertain (either due to their own
characteristics, such as low self-esteem, or due to negative relationship characteristics,
such as low feelings oflove for the partner, high levels of conflict in the relationship,
negative perceptions of the partner's personality, etc.), they typically actively gather and
process information about the partner and the relationship (Holtzworth-Munroe &
Jacobson, 1985; Newman & Langer, 1988) to reduce uncertainty. The social environment
likely facilitates this process, because it can contribute information about the partner or
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the relationship (Felmlee, 2003 ; Schmeeckle & Sprecher, 2004; Sprecher et al., 2002).
For example, if the members of the social network, namely family and friends, express
positive perceptions of and feelings about the relationship, the person's feelings of
uncertainty about the relationship and lack of trust in the partner are likely decreased
(Felmlee; Schmeeckle & Sprecher). If, on the other hand, family and friends do not like
the partner or voice concerns about the relationship, they may confirm the person's
growing suspicion that the partner may not be trustworthy.

Empirical Literature on Social Network Approval

The literature on social network approval generally supports the idea that family
and friends have an influence on people's feelings for their partner, and the quality and
stability of their personal relationships (e.g., Driscoll eta!., 1972; Eggert & Parks, 1987;
Hill & Peplau, 1998; Johnson & Milardo, 1984; Parks & Adelman, 1983; Parks, Stan, &
Eggert, 1983; Sprecher, 1988; Sprecher & Felmlee, 1992). Approval ofthe relationship
by family and friends has a positive effect on partners' feelings for each other and on the
quality or stability of the relationship. For example, Parks eta!. and Parks and Adelman
found that opposition from the partners' social networks was associated with less
involvement with the dating partner and less relationship stability. Similarly, Sprecher
and Felmlee found that, among coUege students, lack of approval from family and friends
was associated with couples' relationship dissolution one and two years later. Hill and
Peplau, too, found that parental knowledge and approval of the dating partner were
significantly positively associated with satisfaction during courtship, relationship stability
(i.e., whether the couple remained together for the next two years), and with the
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probability that the couple would get married. Hill and Peplau also assessed
respondents' relationships with mends as part of the social network. They asked their
participants to rate the extent to which their dating partner liked their friends, and to
which extent their mends liked their partner. They found that, for both men and women,
liking ratings of the mends and those of the partner were significantly positively
associated with dating satisfaction.
The one exception to the positive relationship between social network approval
and relationship quality is Driscoll and colleagues' (1972) benchmark study. Driscoll et
al. administered surveys to 140 couples to test the hypotheses that interference by the
couples' parents would amplify the feelings oflove between the dating partners (also
known as the "Romeo and Juliet effect"), and that feelings of love for the partner would
become more highly associated with trust and acceptance as the relationship progressed.
Both of these hypotheses were supported.

Approval by Parents Versus Friends

The social network approval literature is relatively small and has not
systematically distinguished the effect parents versus friends (peers) have on people's
dating relationships. Does it matter whether parents or friends approve of the
relationship? Do both groups have an equal influence on people's dating relationships?
Whose approval of the relationship matters more when people wonder whether they can
trust their partner, especially when the clues obtained from the relationship are negative?
Interestingly, the literature on adolescent decision-making may help us to better
understand the differential influence of parents and friends on people's relationships.
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According to Brittain (1963) and Young and Ferguson (1979), when
adolescents need to make decisions about something, they gather advice from those
whom they view as most competent on the particular subject. Thus, for "short-term, dayto-day, and social decisions," including those of social acceptability, adolescents most
likely consult peers, but for "long-term, value-based, and ethical decisions" they go to
their parents for input (Brittain). The extent to which they consult their peers, however, is
to some extent a function of age. Several studies have found that during adolescence,
peers become significantly more influential upon each other (Krosnick & Judd, 1982);
the influence of parents, however, remains relatively stable over time. Peer influence
reaches its peak in early adolescence and then begins to decline in middle and late
adolescence (Brown,

Clasen,~

Eicher, 1986; Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986).

To summarize then, social network approval, such as the approval by parents and
friends, may serve to reduce uncertainty about the partner or the relationship, and may
affect a person ' s trust in the partner. Moreover, approval by parents and friends may
matter more when deciding whether to trust the partner in circumstances of uncertainty
about the partner or the relationship (such as when feelings of love for the partner are
low, feelings of ambivalence are high, perceptions of the partner's personality are
negative, and conflict occurs frequently and is resolved ineffectively). For older dating
partners, the effect of social network approval (especially that of friends) on trust should
diminish. Finally, the literature on adolescent decision-making suggests that people in
dating relationships ought to consider the approval ofthe parents, rather than that of their
peers, as more influential in their decision about how much to trust their partner.
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Hypotheses

This study, then, sought to address the research questions through examination of
the following hypotheses, derived from the review of the literature:
Research Question I : Do (a) characteristics of the participants (such as their age
and their level of self-esteem), (b) characteristics of the relationship with their partner
(such as their feelings of love for the partner and the amount of conflict in the
relationship), and (c) approval by the social network (i.e., parents and friends) predict
trust in the dating partner?

Individual 's characteristics. Hypothesis I : A person's own agreeableness, age, and
self-esteem each should be associated with trust in the dating partner.

Relationship characteristics. Hypothesis 2: A person's feelings of love for the
partner, feelings of ambivalence about the partner and the relationship, perceptions of
the partner's agreeableness, reported level of conflict in the relationship, and
perceived effectiveness with which the couple resolves conflicts should each )>e
associated with trust in the dating partner.

Social Network Characteristics. Hypothesis 3: The approval of the relationship by
parents and friends should each be associated with trust in the dating partner.
Research Question 2: Does the social network (i .e., parents and friends) moderate
the relationship between the characteristics of the participants, and the characteristics of
the relationship, with trust in the dating partner?
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Moderating Effects.
Hypothesis 4a: The relationship between individual characteristics (i.e.,
person' s agreeableness, age, and self-esteem) with trust will be moderated by
the approval of the relationship by the parents.
Hypothesis 4b: The relationship between individual characteristics (i.e.,
person's agreeableness, age, and self-esteem) with trust will be moderated by
the approval of the relationship by friends.
Hypothesis 4c: The relationship between relational characteristics (i .e., love,
ambivalence, perceived agreeableness of the partner, conflict, and conflict
resolution effectiveness) with trust will be moderated by the approval ofthe
relationship by the parents.
Hypothesis 4d: The relationship between relational characteristics (i.e., love,
ambivalence, perceived agreeableness of the partner, conflict, and conflict
resolution effectiveness) with trust will be moderated by the approval of the
relationship by friends.
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METHOD

The study used self-report data to examine the relationship between (a) the
characteristics a person brings into a relationship, (b) the characteristics that emerge from
the relationship with the partner, and (c) perceptions of the approval of the relationship
by parents and friends, with trust in the dating partner. Moreover, the moderating effect
of parents' and friends' approval of the dating relationship on the associations between
individual characteristics and relationship characteristics with trust was examined. In the
following sections the study's design, characteristics of the sample, procedures,
measures, and statistical analyses are described.

Design

The data for this study came from a larger-scale longitudinal study on individuals'
dating relationships in which data were collected at three phases. Given that the
hypotheses that were examined were cross-sectional in nature and the data used to
examine the hypotheses came from Phase I of the study, the sample, procedure,
measurement, and analysis section only make reference to information pertinent to Phase
I of the research project. The research was based on a correlational design; thus,
inferences as to cause and effect cannot be made.

Sample

The study was based on data provided by a sample of 41 students at Utah State
University and their dating partner. Participants were between the ages of 18 and 28; men
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were on average 22 years (SD

=

2.47) and women 21 years (SD

=

1.70) old. Even

though there was some diversity in terms of participants' socioeconomic background,
race, ethnicity, and religion, the typical participant came from a rural, agricultural
background, was European American, and a member of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints. Participants had been dating their partner on average for little more
than one year (13.83 months; range 2-71 months). Because the announcement of the
study specifically requested individuals in committed heterosexual dating relationships,
all of the participants were dating, with the exception of 8 engaged couples.

Data Collection Procedures

Upon approval of the procedures and measures by the Institutional Review Board
(IRB; see Appendix A), participants in committed heterosexual dating relationships were
solicited for a study of close relationships through email announcements, and by
delivering fliers to faculty members who were asked to announce the study in their
undergraduate classes. To be included in the study, both partners had to participate, be
involved with each other in a committed dating relationship, neither partner could have
been previously married, they could not have children, and the female partner could not
be pregnant. Interested students were instructed to contact the principal investigator, an
assistant professor on campus, or her research assistant, either via email or phone. An
appointment was scheduled for couples to come to a university setting to become
introduced to the study and the website designed for the collection of survey data. After
students had given their informed consent, they were asked to provide standard
demographic information about themselves and their dating relationship, and to complete
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survey measures on self-esteem, dyadic trust, conflict resolution effectiveness, conflict,
feelings of love and ambivalence, approval for their relationship from parents and friends,
and perceptions of their own and their partner' s agreeableness within a period of one
week. Participants were able to complete this information in any convenient location,
provided they had access to a computer and the Internet. Daily email messages over the
one-week period were sent out, reminding participants to fmish completing the measures.
Participants received $5 each for their participation in Phase I of the study.

Measures

Agreeableness

Participants completed a short version of McCrae and Costa's (1985) Big Five
Personality measure to rate both their own personality (see Appendix B) and their
perception of their partner's personality (see Appendix C). Item responses ranged from I
to 7 for each attribute, with greater values indicating more of a certain attribute. For
example, the item Irritable vs. Good-natured ranged from I to 7, with I indicating a more
irritable personality and 7 a more good-natured personality. Overall, the short version of
the Big Five Personality measure consisted of 6 attributes for each of the five personality
factors (i.e., agreeableness, conscientiousness, openness, extraversion, and neuroticism),
or 30 attributes total. Only items measuring agreeableness (e.g., irritable- good-natured;
uncooperative- helpful; and rude - courteous) were used in the current investigation.
Cronbach's alpha for items measuring participants' own agreeableness was .76, and for
items measuring participants' perceptions of the partner's agreeableness .90. Average
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scores for participants' own reported agreeableness and their perception of their
partner's agreeableness were computed, with greater values indicating greater
agreeableness.

Self-Esteem

To assess participants' level of self-esteem, Rosenberg's (1979) Self-Esteem
instrument was used (see Appendix D). It consists of 12 Likert-type items (e.g., "I feel
that I have a number of good qualities" and "All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a
failure"), anchored by 1 (Strongly agree) and 4 (Strongly disagree). A principal
components analysis and a scree test carried out previously with the data set revealed a
one-factor solution, with

facto~

loadings ranging from .49 to .82. Cronbach's alpha for

the Self-Esteem scale was .86. Thus, it seemed justified, after recoding some reverse
scored items, to compute an average score across all12 items, with higher average scores
indicating greater self-esteem of the participant.

Love

Braiker and Kelley's (1979) Love Scale (see Appendix E) was used to measure
love for the partner. The Love Scale consists of 10 items assessing feelings of belonging,
closeness, intimacy and attachment (e.g., "To what extent do you feel that the things that
happen to your partner also affect or are important to you?" ''To what extent do you love
your partner?"). One of these items ("How sexually intimate are you with your partner?")
measures a behavior rather than a psychological disposition toward the partner and was
removed from the love scale. Thus, the revised love scale consisted of only nine items.
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All items of the Love Scale followed a 9-point Likert-type scale, ranging from I to 9
with higher scores indicating deeper feelings oflove for the partner. Again, the results of
a previously run principal components analysis and scree test suggested a one-factor
solution, with factor loadings ranging from .36 to .82. Cronbach's alpha for the Love
Scale was .87. An average score across all 9 items was created, with higher values
indicating greater love for the partner.

Conflict

Braiker and Kelley's ( 1979) Conflict Scale was used to assess the amount of
conflict in the relationship (see Appendix F). The scale consists of 5 Likert-type items
(e.g., "How often do you and your partner argue with one another?" and "How often do
you feel angry or resentful toward your partner?") with response options ranging from I
to 9, with greater values indicating more conflict in the relationship. Cronbach's alpha for
the scale was .79. An average score was computed, with greater values indicating more
conflict in the relationship.

Ambivalence

Participants also filled out Braiker and Kelley's (1979) Ambivalence Scale, which
measures feelings of ambivalence about the partner and the relationship (see Appendix
G). The Ambivalence Scale consists of 5 Likert-type items (e.g., "How confused are you
about your feelings toward your partner?" and "How ambivalent or unsure are you about
continuing in the relationship with your partner?") with response options ranging from I
to 9, with a greater value indicating a higher level of ambivalence. Cronbach ' s alpha for
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the scale was .79. An average score was computed, with greater values indicating more
ambivalence about the partner or the relationship.

Conflict Resolution Effectiveness

Rands, Levinger, and Mellinger's (1981) Conflict Resolution Scale was used to
assess conflict resolution effectiveness (see Appendix H). Individuals in dating
relationships were asked how often they and their partner engage in a variety of conflict
resolution behaviors when they and their partner have a conflict. The Conflict Resolution
Scale consists of29 items, which were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from I
"Not at all" to 5 "Always." Sample items of the scale are "My partner gets really mad and
starts yelling;" "My partner clams up, holds in his/her feelings;" "My partner tries to
work out a compromise;" and "We start out disagreeing about one thing and end up
arguing about lots of things." According to Rands and his colleagues, the 29 items reflect

5 conflict resolution styles: partner attacks, partner compromises, partner avoids
confrontation, intimacy outcome, and escalation outcome.
Whereas some researchers (e.g., Drigotas, Whitney, & Rusbult, 1995; Rusbult,
Olsen, Davis, & Hannon, 2001) have used separate conflict resolution styles in their
studies, in this study an average score across all 29 items (once all reverse scored items
were recoded so that a higher average score reflected more effective or constructive
conflict resolution) was calculated. Four reasons justified this decision: First, the
proposed study is not interested in particular styles of conflict resolution but in the overall
constructiveness or effectiveness of conflict resolution. Second, previous research
(Sternberg & Soriano, 1984) has shown that a general factor (labeled intensification
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versus mitigation of conflict) runs through various conflict resolution styles. Third,
Cronbach's alpha across all29 items was .94, suggesting a highly internally consistent
measure. Fourth, a confirmatory factor analysis conducted by Dr. Niehuis over the five
factors suggested unidimensionality at a second-order level (chi-square= 1.386, df= l,p
= .239; RMR = .029; GFJ = .993; AGFI = .901; and RMSEA = .068). The fit indices
indicate a well-fitting model according to Byrne (2001).

Social Network Approval

Social network approval was measured using two items from Felmlee, Sprecher,
and Bassin's (1990) 4-item Social Support Scale ("To which degree do your friends
approve of your relationship?" and "To which degree does your family approve of your ·
relationship?"). Items were measured using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from I
"Very much disapprove" to 7 "Very much approve." This study only examined
individuals' perceptions of their own parents' and friends' approval, and not their
perception of their partner's parents' and friends' approval of the relationship. Thus, the
following items were not included in the study: "To which degree do your partner's
friends approve of your relationship?" and "To which degree does your partner's family
approve of your relationship?"

Dyadic Trust

To assess participants' trust in their dating partner, Larzelere and Huston's (1980)
Dyadic Trust Scale was used (see Appendix!). The Dyadic Trust Scale consists of8
Likert-type items (e.g., "I feel that I can trust my partner completely;" "My partner is
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perfectly honest and truthful with me;" "M y partner is truly sincere in his/her
promises"), anchored by I "Strongly disagree" and 7 " Strongly agree." Larzelere and
Huston found high internal consistency (Cronbach a= .93) among the items and reported
excellent construct validity with measures such as love, self-disclosure, and relationship
status. In an independent study, Schumm, Bugaighis, Buckler, Green, and Scanlon (1985)
have also demonstrated the scale' s reliability (Cronbach a= .87 and .88 for husbands and
wives, respectively) and reported evidence for the scale's construct validity with
instruments measuring regard and congruence. A principal components analysis and a
scree test canied out previously with the data set revealed a one-factor solution, with
factor loadings ranging from .55 to .86. Cronbach' s alpha for the Dyadic Trust Scale was
.87. Thus, it seemed justified, after recoding some reverse scored items, to compute an
average score across all 8 items, with higher average scores indicating greater trust in the
dating partner.

Demographic Information

Standard demographic information, such as participants' gender, age,
ethnicity/race, social class, religion, religiosity, and information pertaining to the dating
relationship, such as the length of participant's dating relationship (in months), and age at
the beginning of the relationship, were collected.
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RESULTS

This chapter discusses potential problems and limitations of the study (such as
missing data, inflated alpha level, interdependence between the dating partners, and
multicollinearity) and the way in which these potential problems were assessed and
resolved. Moreover, descriptive statistics for the independent and dependent variables are
presented and the results of the Pearson correlations described. The chapter concludes
with the results of the hierarchical regression analyses, which were carried out to examine
the moderating effects of parents' and friends' approval of the relationship on the
association between individual characteristic and relationship characteristics with dyadic
trust.

Missing Data

Before any analyses were carried out, the data set was examined for missing
values. The extent to which participants did not provide complete data was relatively
minor(< 5%), justifying the substitution of the missing data with the average score
without fear of substantially inflating correlation and regression coefficients (Little &
Rubin, 1987).

Descriptive Statistics

Table I lists descriptive statistics for the dependent variable and the independent
variables that were used in the study. As Table I shows, participants reported relatively
high levels of trust in and love for their dating partner and perceived relatively high levels
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of approval for their dating relationship from parents and friends . They reportedly
experienced relatively little ambivalence about the relationship, and conflict was neither
very high, nor resolved in a very destructive manner. Participants ranged in age from 1828. The average age of a participant was 21.38. Participants reported themselves to be
very agreeable, and perceived their partner to be even more agreeable. Participants also
generally reported relatively high levels of self-esteem. These findings mirror those of
other studies using college student samples.

Table I
Descriptive Statistics for the Dependent Variable and the Independent Variables

(N= 82)
Variables

M

Trust

6.14

Own agreeableness
Self-esteem

Range

a

Skewness

.88

2.14-7.00

.93

-2.23

5.56

.71

2.50-7.00

.76

-1.43

4.08

.68

2.50-5.00

.86

-.54

21.38

2.20

18-28

Partner's agreeableness

5.82

.94

1.50-7.00

.90

-1.60

Love

7.56

.80

5.20-9.00

.87

-.45

Conflict

3.12

1.33

1.00-7.20

.79

1.00

Ambivalence

2.93

1.38

1.00-7.00

.79

1.20

Conflict resolution effectiveness

6.79

1.26

3.25-8.55

.94

-.78

Parents' approval

5.57

1.24

1.00-7.00

-1.01

Friends' approval

5.74

l.l3

2.00-7.00

-1.22

Age

SD

.80
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Intercorrelations of the Independent, Moderator, and Dependent Variables

To examine Research Question I (Hypotheses I to 3), a series of bivariate
correlations were carried out. Table 2 lists Pearson correlations for the variables used in
the study.

Individual Characteristics

Hypothesis I predicted that a person's agreeableness, age, and self-esteem each
should be associated with trust in the dating partner. The results listed in Table 2 show
that Hypothesis I was only supported for own agreeableness and self-esteem. Individuals
who reported themselves to be more agreeable, and those with higher levels of selfesteem, trusted their partner more. Age was not significantly correlated with trust. Thus,
the finding for age did not support Hypothesis I .

Relationship Characteristics

Based on the review ofliterature, it was predicted that a person's feelings oflove
for the partner, feelings of ambivalence about the partner and the relationship,
perceptions of the partner's agreeableness, reported level of conflict in the relationship,
and perceived effectiveness with which the couple resolves conflicts should each be
associated with trust in the dating partner. With the exception of the finding for love,
strong support was found for Hypothesis 2. The bivariate correlations for Hypothesis 2
(see Table 2, Column 1) showed that people who experienced less ambivalence, who
perceived their partner to be more agreeable, who reported less conflict, and who

Table 2

Correlations Between the Independent Variables and the Dependent Variable (N = 82)
2

Variables

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

I. Trust

2. Own agreeableness

.30*

3. Partner' s agreeableness

.43**

As•••

4. Self-esteem

.32*

.41 ..

.25

5. Age

.1 9

.10

.OS

.15

6. Love

.21

.20

.08

.08

-.03

7. Conflict

-.43 ..

-.30*

-.20

-.12

8. Ambivalence

-.53···

-.s8• .. -.44•••
-As••• -.34*

-.27

-.29*

-.42° 0

.55* ..

9. Conflict resolution effectiveness

.7!•••

.s1•••

I 0. Approval by parents

.57•••

.04

II. Approval by friends

.45···

.45•••

•p

~

.05; ••p

~

.01 ; •••p

~

.001 , two-tailed.

.31*

.15

.19

-.64••• -.5s•••

.32*

.09

.17

.24

-.32*

-.43**

.53 ...

.47•••

.10

.14

.23

-.32•

-.42••

.53 ...

-.69···

.53 ...

II
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reported higher levels of conflict resolution effectiveness, also trusted their partner
more. However, persons' feelings of love for the partner were not correlated with trust in
this study.

Social Network Characteristics

According to Hypothesis 3, the approval of the relationship by parents and friends
should each be associated with trust in the dating partner. The findings show that
Hypothesis 3 was fully supported. Significant positive correlations were found between
parents' and friends' approval of the relationship and trust. People tended to trust their
dating partner more when they also believed that their parents and friends approved of
their relationship. Thus, the results support the idea that individuals indeed used their
parents and friends as sources outside of their romantic relationship to decide how much
the dating partner can be trusted.

Hierarchical Regression Analyses

To answer Research Question 2 (Hypotheses 4a to 4d), a series of hierarchical
regression analyses were carried out in which each of the independent variables (i.e., own
agreeableness, perception of partner's agreeableness, self-esteem, love, conflict,
ambivalence, conflict resolution effectiveness, and age) and either parents' or friends'
approval of the relationship were entered as the two main effects in step I . Then, the
interaction effect of the two main effects was entered in step 2.
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Inflated Alpha Level

Because the study examined eight sets of regression analyses with interaction
effects, the alpha level was likely going to be inflated. To adjust for this, Bonferroni
adjustments to the alpha level were made, by dividing the alpha level by 2. The alpha
level was divided by 2 because each independent variable was once assessed in the
context of parents' approval, and once in the context of friends' approval.

Interdependence Between Dating Partners 'Scores

The data in this study were collected from both dating partners. Thus, the study
examined the extent to which partners ' data were interdependent. High interdependence
between the partners should be taken into account in the data analysis, because it may
bias the tests of significance (Kenny, 1996). According to Kenny (1998), there are several
ways in which researchers can deal with couple level data in the context of correlations
and regressions. Researchers can calculate an average score for the couple and use that in
the statistical analyses. Or, they can examine both partners' data simultaneously, for
example by entering a variable containing his information and a variable containing her
information into a regression analysis at the same time. Finally, the most appropriate
method would be to treat each partner as an indicator of a latent variable. All three
approaches have the unfortunate effect, however, of reducing the sample size by half.
Given that the sample of this study was already fairly small, none of the approaches
suggested by Kenny seemed feasible. Therefore the data provided by the couples were
analyzed as though they were provided by independent participants. If the degree of
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interdependence between dating partners is very high, inferential results need to be
interpreted more carefully.
To assess the interdependence between the male and female partners ' scores,
correlations were carried out at the couple level rather than the individual level. That is,
the male partner's scores on each of the variables were correlated with the female
partners' scores on the same variables. The results suggest that of the II correlations, 5
can be considered small (i.e., r was between . I 0 and .30; own agreeableness, perception
of partners' agreeableness, approval by parents, approval by friends, and self-esteem); 4
were of medium size (r was between .30 and .50; ambivalence, love, trust, and conflict
resolution effectiveness); and 2 were of large magnitude (r > .50; age and conflict).
Partners' interdependence was lowest for ratings of own agreeableness (r = -.02,p = .93),
and highest for ratings of conflict in the relationship (r = .52, p

=

.01 ).

It is not surprising that the highest intercorrelations between male and female

dating partners occurred for dyadic variables (i.e., ambivalence, love, trust, conflict
resolution effectiveness, and conflict), and that the lowest intercorrelations occurred for
individual characteristics, that is, characteristics a person brings into the relationship
(such as self-esteem and own agreeableness), and for characteristics external to the
relationship (i.e., approval of the relationship by parents and friends). The relatively high
intercorrelations between male and female dating partners' dyadic variables suggest,
however, that caution needs to be exercised in the interpretation of the findings .
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Multicollinearity

In regression equations containing interaction effects, considerable

multicollinearity can be introduced (Aiken & West, 1991). The potential existence of
multicollinearity was checked on several levels. First, the intercorrelations of the
predictor variables (see Table 2) were examined and suggested no excessively high
intercorrelations. Next, potential multicollinearity in the context of regression with
higher-order terms was sought to be avoided by standardizing the predictor variables and
by creating the interaction terms by multiplying the standardized predictors, a procedure
suggested by Aiken and West. Then, tolerance levels and the variance inflation factor
were inspected. The results suggested no problem with multicollinearity. Because the
predictor variables were stand~dized, the unstandardized regression coefficients (B) can
be interpreted as standardized regression coefficients ({J) would be interpreted.

Testing the Moderating Effect of Social Network Approval of the Relationship

Individual Characteristics and
Social Network Approval
Hypotheses 4a and 4b predicted that the relationship between individual
characteristics (i.e., person's agreeableness, age, and self-esteem) with trust will be
moderated by the approval of the relationship by the parents (Hypothesis 4a) and friends
(Hypothesis 4b ).
Own agreeableness. According to literature on agreeableness, a person who has
an agreeable disposition should be able to trust the dating partner more. This association
should be moderated by parents' and friends' approval of the relationship. Fi';St, the
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moderating role of the parents' approval was examined. In Model I (see left half of
Table 3), both own agreeableness (B = .23,p S .025) and parents' approval of the
relationship (B = .47,p

s

.005) significantly predicted trust. That is, people who rated

their own personality as more agreeable and whose parents approved of the dating
relationship, reported greater trust in their dating partner. Together, own agreeableness
and parents' approval of the relationship predicted 27% of the variance in trust (R 2 = .27,
p

s

.005). In Model2, the interaction effect of parents' approval of the relationship and

own agreeableness was added. The results showed that the interaction effect was not
significant (B

= -.15,p > .025). Model2 explained 30% of the variance in trust (R 2 = .30,

p S .005), and adding the interaction effect did not significantly improve Model 1 (F

change for R2 = 3.33,p > .025).
Next the moderating role of friends' approval was examined. In Model I (see
right half of Table 3), own agreeableness did not predict trust (B = .13, p > .025), but
friends' approval of the relationship did (B = .35,p

s

.005). The more participants

perceived their friends to be approving of the relationship, the more they trusted their
dating partner. Own agreeableness and friends' approval of the relationship predicted
17% of the variance in trust (R 2 = .17, p

s

.005). Adding the interaction effect of

friends' approval of the relationship x own agreeableness in Model2, resulted in a nonsignificant improvement in Model 1 (F change for R 2 = 1.67, p > .025). The interaction
effect was not significant (B = -.01,p > .025).

Table 3
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Regressing Trust on Own Agreeableness, Social Network Approval, and Their Interaction
(N= 82)
Modell
Variable

Own agreeableness

Model2

Modell

B

SEB

B

.23°

. 10

.23 •

. 10

Own agreeableness

.13

.II

.10

.48 ..

. 10

Friends' approval

.3s••

. II

.09

Friends' approval x own

Parents' approval
Parents • approval x own

SEB

-. 15

agreeableness

*p

.30 ..

s

Variable

B

SEB

B

SEB

.01

.12

.33 ..

.II

-.01

.07

agreeableness

R'

F for change in R2

Model2

14.75••

3.33

R'

F for change in R2

.t7••
7.83 ..

.025; ••p S .005; •••p S .0005, two-tailed. The variables were standardized; thus, B can be interpreted as {J.

. t8••
1.67
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The non-significant interaction effects of own agreeableness x parents'
approval of the relationship and own agreeableness x friends ' approval of the relationship
are also illustrated in Figure I (a and b). In both cases, the association between parents'
approval and friends' approval with trust is the same, irrespective of the degree to which
participants rated their own level of agreeableness. Thus, the findings for own
agreeableness do not support Hypotheses 4a and 4b, which predicted that the relationship
between a person's own agreeableness and trust should be moderated by the approval of
the relationship by parents and friends.
Self-esteem. It was hypothesized that a person who has a negative model of the
self, such as low self-esteem, should find it harder to trust others, including the dating
partner, and that this association should be moderated by parents' (Hypothesis 4a) and
friends' (Hypothesis 4b) approval of the relationship.
The findings show that only Hypothesis 4b was supported. As can be seen in the
left half of Table 4 (Modell), self-esteem (B

=

.32,p :S .005) and parents' approval of

the relationship (B = .63, p :S .005) significantly predicted trust in the dating partner.
Those with higher self-esteem, and those who perceived their parents to approve more of
their dating relationship, tended to trust their dating partner more. These two variables
together predicted 40% of the variance in trust (R 2 = .40,p :S .005). The interaction
effect of parents' approval of the relationship and self-esteem, added in Model 2, was not
significant (B = -.13, p > .025).
With regard to friends ' approval, Model I (see right half of Table 4) shows that
self-esteem marginally predicted trust (B = .33,p :S .05), and friends ' approval of the
relationship significantly predicted trust (B = .44, p :S .005). Together the two variables
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Figure 1. Regressing trust in the dating partner on own agreeableness,
social network approval, and the interaction of own agreeableness
and social network approval.

Table 4

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Regressing Trost on Self-Esteem, Social Network Approval, and Their Interaction (N = 82)
Modell
Variable

B

Model2

SEB

B

Modell

SEB

Variable

B

SEB

Model2

B

SEB

Self-esteem

.32•

.13

.3lf

.13

Self-esteem

.33t

.15

.27

.14

Parents' approval

.63..

.13

.58 ..

.14

Friends' approval

.44•

.13

.38••

.13

.II

Friends' approval x self-esteem

-.26•

.10

Parents' approval x self-esteem

·.13

.42••

R'

F for change in R1

tp s

.05; *p

15.76••

s

.025; **p

s

.005; ***p

1.29

s

R'

F for change in R2

.28 ..

8.99••

.37••

6.86•

.0005, two-tailed. The variables were standardized; thus, B can be interpreted as {3.
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predict 28% of the variance in trust (R 2 = .28,p ~ .005). Adding the interaction effect
of friends' approval of the relationship x self-esteem in Model2 significantly improved
the model (F change for R2

= 6.86, p ~ .025). The interaction effect was significant (B =

-.26,p ~ .025), and improved the amount of variance explained in trust by 9% (R 2
p

=

.37,

~ . 005) .

To better understand the nature of the interaction effect, Figure 2 was created.
Figure 2 shows that although friends' approval of the relationship does not seem to be
strongly related to trust when participants' self-esteem is reportedly higher, friends'
approval is very strongly related to trust in the dating partner when participants'
reportedly suffer from lower self-esteem. The latter finding supports Hypothesis 4b;
however, Hypothesis 4a (pare11ts) was not supported.
Age. Based on previous research it was predicted that age of the participants

should be related to trust, and that this association would be moderated by the approval of
the relationship by parents (Hypothesis 4a) and by friends (Hypothesis 4b ). Support was
only found for Hypothesis 4b. As can be seen in Model I (see left half of Table 5), age
did not predict trust (B = .OI,p > .025), but parents' approval of the relationship did (B =

.47,p

~

.005). In Model2, the interaction effect of parents' approval of the relationship

and age was added. The results showed that the interaction effect was not significant (B =

.03 , p > .025).
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Figure 2. Regressing trust in the dating partner on self-esteem, social
network approval, and the interaction of self-esteem and
social network approval.

Table 5
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Regressing Trust on Age, Social Network Approval, and Their Interaction (N = 82)
Modell

Variable

Model2

Modell

8

S£8

8

Age

.01

.10

.01

.10

Parents • approval

.47••

. 10

.48 ..

.II
.10

Friends' approval x age

Parents' approval x age

R'
F for change in R2

S£8

.03

.zz••
11.07 ..

Variable

Model2

8

S£8

8

S£8

Age

.07

.10

.12

. 10

Friends' approval

.39••

. 10

.34••

.10

.22••

R'

.09

F for change in R1

-.3t•

.16••
7.28 ..

*p S .025; **p S .005; ***p S .0005, two-tailed. The variables were standardized; thus, B can be interpreted as {3.

.22 ..

6.07•

.13

43
With regard to approval of the relationship by friends' (see Modell, Table 5)
age did not predict trust (B

=

.07,p > .025), but friends' approval of the relationship did

(B = .39, p ~ .005). The two variables together predicted 16% of the variance in trust (R 2
= .16,p ~

.005). Adding the interaction effect of friends' approval of the relationship and

age in Model2 resulted in a significant interaction effect (B = -.31,p

~

.025). Model2

explained 22% of the variance in trust (R2 = .22,p ~ .005) and was a significant
improvement over Model I (F change for R2 = 6.07, p ~ .025).
As Figure 3b shows friends' approval of the relationship is not at all related to
trust when participants are older(+ I SD), but friends' approval is very strongly related to
trust in the dating partner when participants' are younger (-I SD). Thus, although there
was no support for Hypothesis 4a, which predicted that the relationship between a
person's level of age and trust should be moderated by the approval of the relationship by
parents, there was support for Hypothesis 4b, which predicted that the relationship
between a person's age and trust should be moderated by the approval of the relationship
by friends.
Conclusions for findings on individual characteristics and social network
approval. In conclusion, no support was found for Hypothesis 4a (parents), but some

support was found for Hypothesis 4b (friends).' Parents' approval of the relationship did
not moderate the relationship between any of the individual characteristics and trust, but
friends ' approval moderated the relationship of2 (out of3) individual characteristics
(self-esteem and age) with trust. When participants are younger and have lower selfesteem, their higher level of trust in the dating partner depends on their friends' greater
approval of the relationship.
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Figure 3. Regressing trust in the dating partner on age, social network
approval, and the interaction of age and social network
approval.
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Relationship Characteristics and
Social Network Approval

Hypotheses 4c and 4d predicted that the association between relationship
characteristics (i.e., perception of partner's agreeableness, love, conflict, ambivalence,
and conflict resolution effectiveness) and trust would be moderated by parents'
(Hypothesis 4c) and friends' (Hypothesis 4d) approval of the relationship.
Perception ofpartner's agreeableness .. Table 6 presents the findings for

Hypotheses 4c and 4d with regard to individuals' perceptions of their dating partner's
agreeableness. As the findings in Table 6 Model I show, perception of partner's
agreeableness (B = .36,p :5: .005) and parents' approval of the relationship (B = .34, p :5:
.005) significantly predicted trust. Together, these two variables accounted for 33% of the
variance in trust (R 2 = .33, p :5 .005). This means that participants who perceived their
partner to be more agreeable and whose parents approved of the relationship also trusted
their partner more. Adding the interaction effect of parents' approval of the relationship
and perception of partner's agreeableness in Model2 did not significantly improve Model
1 (F change for R2 = .00, p > .025). The interaction effect was not significant (B = .00, p
> .025).
The role of friends ' approval (see Hypothesis 4d) was examined next. Modell
(see right half of Table 6) illustrates that both perception of partner's agreeableness (B =
.38, p :5: .005) and friends ' approval of the relationship (B = .23,p :5: .05) predicted trust.
However, the effect of friends' approval with trust was only marginally significant (B =
.23, p :5 .05). The interaction effect of friends' approval of the relationship and
perception of partner's agreeableness was added in Model2. The results showed that the

Table 6
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Regressing Trust on Perception of Partners ' Agreeableness, Social Network's Approval, and
Their Interaction (N = 82)
Model l
Variable

Model2
SE8

8

Perception of partners •

8

Modell
SE8

Variable

8

. 10

.II

.10

.10

Friends' approval

.09

Friends' approval x

agreeableness

Perc~ption

of partners •

Parents' approval x

.00

perception of partner's

perception of partners •

agreeableness

agreeableness

F for change in R2

tP S .05; *p

S£8

8

SE8

.II

.II

agreeableness

Parents • approval

R'

Model2

.33 ..

19.38° 0

.23t

.I I

.24t

.II

.01

.06

R'

.00

F for change in R'

2.47

S .025; **p S .005; ***p S .0005, two-tailed. The variables were standardized; thus, B can be interpreted as fl.
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interaction effect was not significant (B = .O l ,p > .025), and that including it in the
regression equation did not significantly improve Model I (F change for R2 = 2.47, p >
.025).
As with own agreeableness, the interaction effects of perception of partner's
agreeableness x parents' approval of the relationship and perception of partner's
agreeableness x friends' approval of the relationship were non-significant (see Figure 4a
and 4b). In bot!) cases, the association between parents' approval and friends ' approval
with trust is about the same, irrespective of the degree to which participants reportedly
perceived their partner's level of agreeableness. Thus, no support was found for
Hypotheses 4c and 4d.

Love. Hypotheses 4c and 4d predicted that the relationship between love and trust
would be moderated by the approval of the relationship by parents (Hypothesis 4c) and
friends (Hypothesis 4d). The findings only support Hypothesis 4c. Specifically, as can be
seen in Model I of Table 7, love only marginally predicted trust (B = .21, p

s

.05)

whereas parents' approval ofthe relationship significantly predicted trust (B = .43, p S
.005).
The interaction effect of parents' approval of the relationship x love (see Model2)
was significant (B = -.38,p

s

.005). Model2 explained 42% of the variance in trust (R 2
2

= .42, p

S .005) and was a significant improvement over Model I (F change for R

22.12, p

s

=

.005). As Figure Sa illustrates, when participants love their partner deeply, the

relationship between parents' approval of the relationship and participants feelings of
trust is relatively weak and insignificant. However, when participants experience little
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Figure 4. Regressing trust in the dating partner on perception of partner' s
agreeableness, social network approval, and the interaction of
perception of partner' s agreeableness and social network approval.

Table 7

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Regressing Trust on Love, Social Network Approval, and Their Interaction (N = 82)
Modell
Variable

Modell

Modell
Variable

B

SEB

B

SEB

Love

.2It

.10

.13

.09

Parents' approval

.43 ..

.10

.48••

.09

-.38 ..

.08

Friends' approval x love

Parents' approval x love
R'

F for change in R2

tp s

.05; •p

s

.025; ..p

s

.26••

.42**

13.85••

22.12••

.005; •••p

s

Modell

B

SEB

B

SEB

Love

.23•

.10

.2It

.10

Friends' approval

.36 ..

. 10

.33 ..

.10

R'

F for change in R'

·.18t

.2o••
10.13° 0

.08
.25 ..
4.46t

.0005, two-tailed. The variables were standardized; thus, B can be interpreted as {3.
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Figure 5. Regressing trust in the dating partner on love, social network
approval, and the interaction oflove and social network
approval.
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love for their partner, parents' approval of the relationship is strongly associated with
trust in the dating partner.
Examining the influence of friends' approval of the relationship (see Model I ,
right halfofTable 7), love (B= .23,p::; .025) and friends' approval ofthe relationship
significantly predicted trust (B = .36, p ::; .005). The two variables together predicted
20% of the variance in trust (R 2 = .20, p ::; .005). Adding the interaction effect of
friends' approval of the relationship x love in Model2 only marginally improved Model
I (F change for R 2 = 4.46,p ::; .05) and explained only an additional5% of the variance
in trust (R 2 = .25, p ::; .005). As Figure 5b shows, the interaction effect for love x
friends' approval of the relationship is similar to that oflove x parents' approval of the
relationship. However, as Table 7 shows, the coefficient for the interaction between
parents' approval and love is more than twice the size of the one for the interaction effect
between friends ' approval x love. Thus, the findings support Hypotheses 4c and
(marginally) 4d.

Conflict. Hypotheses 4c and 4d predicted that the relationship between conflict
and trust would be moderated by the approval of the relationship by parents and friends,
respectively. As can be seen in Table 8, support was only found for Hypothesis 4c.
Conflict negatively predicted trust in the dating partner (B = -.28,p ::; .005) and parents'
approval of the relationship positively predicted trust in the dating partner (B = .40, p ::;
.005) (see Modell). The interaction effect between parents ' approval of the relationship
x conflict was significant (B = .21, p ::; .005). Thus, when participants reported having
little conflict in the relationship, the relationship between parents ' approval of the

Table 8

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Regressing Trust on Conflict, Social Network Approval, and Their Interaction (N = 82)
Modell

B

Variable
Conflict

Parents' approval

· .28 ..

. 10

.4o••

.10

.29••

R'

F for change in R1
~

.025; ••p

16.31 ..
~

.005; •••p

B

~

Modell

SEB

-. 19

.36••
.21 ..

Parents' approval x conflict

·•p

Model2

SEB

.36 ..
7.77•

Model2

Variable

B

SEB

B

SEB

.10

Conflict

-.29•

. 10

-.27•

.II

. 10

Friends' approval

.10

.29•

.II

.07

Friends' approval x conflict

.05

.08

R'
F for change in If

.30 ..

.23••
11.49 ..

.0005, two-tailed. The variables were standardized; thus, B can be interpreted as (3.

.23••

.00

53
relationship and participants feelings of trust was weak and relatively insignificant.
However, when participants reportedly experienced high levels of conflict in their
relationship with their partner, parents' approval of the relationship was strongly and
significantly associated with trust in the dating partner (see Figure 6a).
With regard to friends ' approval of the relationship, Modell (see right half of
Table 8) indicates that conflict significantly negatively predicted trust (B = -.29,p s;
.025) and frienqs ' approval of the relationship positively predicted trust (B

= .30, p s

.005). Together, these two variables predicted 23% of the variance in trust (R 2

= .23 , p

s;

.005). The interaction term of friends' approval x conflict was added in Model2. It was
not significant (B = .05,p > .025) (see also Figure 6b). Model2 explained 23% of the
variance in trust (R 2 = .23, p S .005), and there was no significant improvement over
Model I (F change for R2

=

.00, p > .025).

The results in Table 8 suggest that participants use their parents' approval, rather
than their friends ' approval, to maintain feelings of trust in the partner, when faced with
conflict in the relationship. Thus, support was found for Hypothesis 4c, but not for
Hypothesis 4d.
Ambivalence. Hypotheses 4c and 4d also predicted that the relationship between

ambivalence and trust would be moderated by the approval of the relationship by parents
and by friends. As can be seen in Table 9 Modell, ambivalence negatively (B = -.39,p s;
.005) and parents' approval of the relationship positively predicted trust (B

=

.37 p S

.005). Individuals who experienced more ambivalence about the partner and the
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Figure 6. Regressing trust in the dating partner on conflict, social network
approval, and the interaction of conflict and social network
approval.

Table9
Hierarchical Regression Analysis Regressing Trust on Ambivalence, Social Network Approval, and Their Interaction (N = 82)
Model2

Modell
Variable

Ambivalence

Parents' approval

S£8

8

-.39••

.09

.37••

.09

Parents' approval x ambivalence
R'
F for change in R2

tP :S .05; •p :S .025; ..p

8

S£8

Variable

-.24•

.09

Ambivalence

.33 ..

.09

Friends' approval

.2s••

.07

.36••

.48 ..

22.10 ..

18.75••

Modell

Mode12

8

8

SE 8

.10

-.36 ..

.10

.24t

.10

.16

.II

.14

Friends' approval x ambivalence

R'
F for change in R2

S£8

-.39••

.28 ..

15.32••

.07
.31 ..

3.53

:S .005; •••p :S .0005, two-tailed. The variables were standardized; thus, B can be interpreted as {J.
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relationship also trusted their partner less. These two variables together predict 36% of
the variance in trust (R 2 = .36,p ~ .005). The interaction effect of parents' approval of
the relationship and ambivalence was added in Model 2. The results showed that the
interaction effect was significant (B = .28,p

~

.005). Model2 explained 48% of the

variance in trust (R = .48, p ~ .005), and there was a significant improvement over
2

Model I (F change for R2 = 18.75, p ~ .005).
For Friends' approval of the relationship (see right half of Table 9, Modell) the
results show that ambivalence negatively predicted trust (B = -.39, p
approval of the relationship positively predicted trust (B = .24, p

~

~05).

.005), but friends '
The latter effect

was only marginally significant, however. The results in Model 2 showed that the
interaction effect between friends' approval x ambivalence was not significant (B = .14, p
> .025).

Overall, the findings for ambivalence parallel those of conflict. Figure 7a shows
that parents' approval of the relationship is not associated with trust in the dating partner
when participants experience less ambivalence about the partner or the relationship.
When they experience more ambivalence, however, parents' approval of the relationship
is strongly and positively associated with trust in the dating partner. That is, when
ambivalence is higher, greater approval of the relationship by parents predicts greater
trust in the dating partner. As with conflict, however, the association between friends'
approval of the relationship and trust is the same, irrespective ofthe level of ambivalence
experienced by the participants (see Figure 7b). Thus, these findings support Hypothesis
4c, but not Hypothesis 4d.
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Figure 7. Regressing trust in the dating partner on ambivalence, social
network approval, and the interaction of ambivalence and
social network approval.
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Conflict resolution effectiveness. Finally, Hypotheses 4c and 4d predicted that
the relationship between conflict resolution effectiveness and trust would be moderated
by the approval of the relationship by the parents and by friends . As can be seen in Table
10 Model I, conflict resolution effectiveness (B = .50, p :S .005) and parents' approval of
the relationship significantly predicted trust (B = .28, p :S .005). These two variables
together predict 43% of the variance in Trust (R 2 = .43,p :S .005). The interaction effect
of parents' approval of the relationship x conflict resolution effectiveness was significant
(B = -.35,p :S .005). Model2 explained 60% of the variance in trust (R 2 = .60,p :S.005).
Figure 8a depicts the significant interaction effect between parents' approval of
the relationship x conflict resolution effectiveness. When conflict is reportedly resolved
more effectively(+ I SD), therce is only a weak and insignificant association between
parents' approval of the relationship and trust. In contrast, when conflicts are reportedly
resolved more ineffectively, parents' approval of the relationship and trust are strongly
associated.
As far as friends' approval of the relationship is concerned, the results of Table 10
Model I indicate that conflict resolution effectiveness significantly predicted trust (B =
.57,p :s; .005), but friends' approval of the relationship did not (B = .06,p > .025). The
interaction effect of friends' approval of the relationship x conflict resolution
effectiveness (see Model2) was not significant (B = .07,p > .025). Figure 8b illustrates
the non-significant interaction effect between friends' approval of the relationship and
conflict resolution effectiveness. The relationship between friends' approval and trust is

Table 10

Hierarchical Regression Analysis Regressing Trust on Conflict Resolution Effectiveness, Social Network Approval, and Their
Interaction (N = 82)
Modell
Variable

B

Model2
SE

B

Modell

SEB

Variable

B

Model2

SEB

B

SEB

B

Conflict resolution

.so..

.09

Parents' approval

.28 ..

.09

Parents' approval x conflict resolution

R'
F for change in

•p

~

R'

.025; ..p

~

.005; •••p

~

.45 ..

.08

Conflict resolution

.57 ..

.II

.6t••

.II

.22•

.08

Friends' approval

.06

.II

. 10

.12

·. 35 ..

.06

Friends' approval x conflict resolution

.07

.06

.43 ..

.60 ..

30.21 ..

31.3s••

R'
F for change in R2

.37••
23.12••

.0005, two-tailed. The variables were standardized; thus, B can be interpreted as (3.
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Figure 8. Regressing trust in the dating partner on conflict resolution
effectiveness, social network approval, and the interaction of
conflict resolution effectiveness and social network approval.
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the same, irrespective of the level of effectiveness with which conflict is reportedly
resolved. Thus the findings reported on conflict resolution effectiveness support
Hypothesis 4c, which predicted that the relationship between conflict resolution
effectiveness and trust should be moderated by the approval of the relationship by
parents. They do not support Hypothesis 4d, however.
Conclusions for findings on relationship characteristics and social network
approval. In summary, little support was found for the hypothesis that friends ' approval
of the relationship moderated the association between relationship characteristics and
trust (Hypothesis 4d). Substantial support, however, was found for the hypothesis that
parents ' approval of the relationship moderated the association between relationship
characteristics and trust (Hypothesis 4c). Individuals who loved their partner less,
experienced more conflict in the relationship, reported stronger feelings of ambivalence
about the partner and the relationship, and who felt that conflicts were resolved
ineffectively, trusted their partner more when their parents, but not their friends,
approved of the relationship. These findings suggest, in line with uncertainty reduction
theory, that participants faced with relationship problems use their parents' approval of
the relationship to maintain feelings of trust in the partner. For a visual summary of all
findings presented in this thesis see Figure 9.
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Figure 9. Summary of the findings.
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DISCUSSION

Previous research suggested that being able to maintain trust in the dating partner,
especially in the face of relationship problems, depends on both a person's general
predisposition to trust others and on the quality of the relationship between the two dating
partners. The theory on dyadic trust does not take into account the possibility, however,
that factors other than a general predisposition to trust others and relationship qualities
might also influence the maintenance of trust in the dating partner.
One of those factors that might be associated with trust in the dating partner is the
influence of the

~ocial

network. The approval of the dating relationship by parents and

friends may not just affect trust in the partner. It may also moderate the relationship
between a person's predisposition to trust others and trust in the dating partner, and
between various aspects of the quality of the relationship and dyadic trust. For this
reason, this study examined the question whether characteristics of the participants,
characteristics of the relationship with the partner, and approval by the social network
predict trust in the dating partner. It also explored the question of whether social network
approval moderates the relationship between the characteristics of the participants, and
the characteristics of the relationship, with trust in the dating partner. Finally, because
little is known from previous research about the role parents' versus friends ' approval of
the relationship plays in helping individuals maintain trust in their partner, this study
investigated the effects of parents' and friends ' approval separately. This made it possible
to answer questions such as "Do both parents and friends have an equal influence on
people's dating relationships?" and "Are individuals in a dating relationship more likely
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to trust their partner when their parents approve of their relationship, or when their
friends express their approval?"

Discussion of the Findings

Research Question 1

Research question I was concerned with the association between participants '
individual characteristics, relationship characteristics, and social network characteristics
with trust in the dating partner. To answer Research Question I , three hypotheses were
formulated .

Hypothesis 1
Hypothesis I predicted that characteristics of an individual, which reflect a
general predisposition to trust others, such as their agreeableness, age, and self-esteem,
should be associated with trust in the dating partner. The findings of this study support
this hypothesis for two (self-esteem and agreeableness) out of three of the independent
variables examined, thus providing support for the idea that a general predisposition to
trust others is associated with trust in the dating partner. These findings also are in line
with previous research, which has reported significant correlations between self-esteem
(e.g., Hazan & Shaver, 1987) and agreeableness (e.g., Gonzaga et al., 2001) with dyadic
trust.
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Hypothesis 2
Derived from the theory of dyadic trust, Hypothesis 2 predicted that relationship
characteristics, such as love for the partner, feelings of ambivalence about the partner and
the relationship, perceptions of the partner' s agreeableness, reported level of conflict in
the relationship, and perceived effectiveness with which the couple resolves conflicts,
should be associated with trust in the dating partner. Strong support was found for the
theory of dyadic trust. Except for love, all dyadic variables (i.e., conflict, ambivalence,
conflict resolution effectiveness, and perception of the partner's agreeableness) were
significantly correlated with dyadic trust. These findings also replicate those of previous
studies on the association between dyadic trust and perception of partner's agreeableness
(Gonzaga et al., 2001), conflict (Larzelere & Huston,1980), and conflict resolution
effectiveness (e.g. , Canary & Cupach, 1988; Kline & Stafford, 2004).
It is not entirely clear why no association was found between love and trust. Boon

(1994) argued that during the earliest stages of relationship growth, trust and love tend to
be associated. In the present sample, couples had been together on average for more than
one year. Thus, perhaps on average, couples had moved beyond this earliest stage of
relationship growth. For those couples, feelings of love lll!d trust may be uncorrelated
because either feeling can exist in the absence of the other.

Hypothesis 3
Derived from the literature on social network approval, Hypothesis 3 predicted
that factors other than individual and dyadic characteristics may be associated with trust.
Specifically, it was hypothesized that approval of the relationship by parents and fiiends

66
should each be associated with trust in the dating partner. Full support was found for
Hypothesis 3. Greater approval of the relationship by both parents and friends was
associated with greater trust in the dating partner.

Research Question 2

Research question 2 was concerned with whether approval of the relationship by
parents and friends would moderate the relationship between the characteristics of the
participants, and the characteristics of the relationship, with trust in the dating partner. To
answer research question 2, Hypothesis 4 was formed in four parts.

Hypothesis 4a

Derived from the theory on social network approval and trust, Hypothesis 4a
predicted that the relationship between individual characteristics (i.e., person's
agreeableness, age, and self-esteem) with trust would be moderated by the approval of
the relationship by the parents. No support was found for Hypothesis 4a. Parents'
approval of the relationship did not moderate the relationship between individuals'
characteristics and trust.

Hypothesis 4b

Hypothesis 4b predicted that the relationship between individual characteristics
(i.e., person's agreeableness, age, and self-esteem) with trust would be moderated by the
approval of the relationship by friends . The results showed that the relationships between
age and self-esteem with trust were moderated by friends' approval of the relationship.
When participants were younger, and thus perhaps more immature in matters of close
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personal relationships, greater trust in their partner was dependent upon greater
approval of the relationship by their friends . Similarly, participants were better able to
maintain higher levels of trust in the partner despite their lower levels of self-esteem,
when friends ' approved more of the relationship. The association between own
agreeableness and trust was not moderated by social network approval.

Hypothesis 4c
Hypothesis 4c predicted that the association between relationship characteristics
(i.e., love, ambivalence, perceived agreeableness of the partner, conflict, and conflict
resolution effectiveness) with trust would be moderated by the approval of the
relationship by the parents. Substantial support was found for this hypothesis. With the
exception of perception of the partner's agreeableness, the associations between all
relationship variables and trust were moderated by parents' approval of the relationship.

Hypothesis 4d
Finally, Hypothesis 4d predicted that the association between relationship
characteristics (i.e., love, ambivalence, perceived agreeableness of the partner, conflict,
and conflict resolution effectiveness) with trust would be moderated by the approval of
the relationship by friends. Little support was found for this hypothesis. Only the
relationship between love and trust was moderated by friends' approval of the
relationship, and this finding was only marginally significant.
Together then, the findings of this study provide some support for the idea that the
social network impinges upon the individuals in the relationship. Stronger support,
however, was found for the idea that the social network also impinges upon the quality of
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the relationship with the dating partner. For all significant moderation effects the
findings were such that approval of the relationship by the social network was strongly
associated with trust when participants faced problems in their dating relationship (i.e.,
when love for the partner was lower, feelings of ambivalence were higher, conflict in the
relationship was higher and conflict was not resolved effectively) and when participants
experienced personal insecurities (i.e., lower self-esteem and younger age). These
findings, thus, provide strong support for the uncertainty reduction theory, suggesting that
participants use approval by parents and friends to maintain trust in and reduce
uncertainty about the partner when problems loom on the relationship horizon.

Do Parents and Friends Have an Equal Influence on People's Dating Relationships?

One of the most interesting findings of the present study is the division between
the importance of approval by the social network for the association between individual
versus relationship characteristics and trust, because this division clearly occurs along the
lines of parents versus friends. It is obvious from the findings that friends' approval is
only important in terms of qualities that individuals bring into the relationship (i.e.,
younger age and lower self-esteem of the participants). But, friends' approval is entirely
irrelevant (with the exception oflove) when it comes to qualities associated with the
dyadic relationship. In contrast, parents' approval of the relationship matters greatly
when it comes to maintaining trust in a relationship characterized by serious troubles, but
is of little relevance in regard to participants' relatively stable characteristics (such as
self-esteem and own agreeableness).

69
The findings are in line with research on adolescent decision-making, which
suggests that adolescents (a) tend to gather advice from those whom they view as most
competent on a particular subject and (h) tend to consult parents, rather than friends, on
important "long-term, value-based decisions" (Brittain, 1963; Young & Ferguson, 1979).

In all likelihood, parents know more about close intimate relationships than peers do;
thus, relying on parents' approval of the relationship as an indicator of whether it is wise
to trust the partner when the relationship is in trouble, rather than on friends ' approval,
makes sense. Similarly, valuing the approval of the relationship from friends when one is
younger is also in congruence with the literature on adolescent decision-making (Brown
et al., 1986; Krosnick & Judd, 1982; Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986). The literature found
that peers are very influential upon each other during adolescence (Krosnick & Judd), but
this influence begins to decline in middle and late adolescence (Brown et al.; Steinberg &
Silverberg).
Generally speaking, parents' approval of the relationship seems to carry more
weight in maintaining trust in the dating partner. Both the Pearson correlations between
parents' and friends' approval of the relationship with trust, and the regression
coefficients in the hierarchical regression analyses for parents' or friends ' approval tend
to be considerably higher for parents' approval than friends' approval. However, because
the present study did not examine whether the correlations are significantly different for
parents' approval vs. friends' approval, no statement can be made whether parents'
approval rather than friends' approval matters significantly more in terms of helping
participants maintain trust in the partner.
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Limitations and Future Research

Like any study, this one also has its limitations and could be extended in several
ways. As is true for most studies examining the effect of social networks on romantic
relationships, this study also was based on data collected from a sample of young,
middle-class college students and their dating partner. Future research should consider
more diverse and representative samples to examine greater variability in participants'
responses to the various measures, and to be able to generalize the findings to a broader
population.
Moreover, the analyses conducted in this study were based on a small sample;
ideally, the analyses would have been carried out on a larger sample and cross-validated
with a second, independent s~ple. The small sample size resulted in two additional
limitations of the study. One result of the small sample size was that dyadic data were
analyzed as though they were provided by individuals rather than couples. Impl ications
of this analysis strategy are that the tests of significance of the associations between
dyadic variables (for which the intercorrelations between dating partners were highest)
with trust may be biased (Kenny, 1996). Related to this is the fact that it would have been
very interesting and informative to examine the effect of a person's individual and dyadic
variables on trust in the context of the partner's reports on these same variables. Future
research may want to examine such dyadic effects.
A second result of the small sample size was that gender effects were not
investigated. Although the theory on trust does not allow any predictions on gender
differences with regard to dyadic trust, and little research exists suggesting dramatic
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gender differences in regard to social network approval , it would have been interesting
to explore whether the patterns found in the present study are different for men versus
women.
Another limitation of the present study was its cross-sectional design, which
leaves open the question of causal direction. Although it was assumed, based on previous
research and theoretical thinking (e.g., Rempel & Holmes, 1989) that both a general
predisposition to trust others and qualities that emerge from the relationship with the
partner predict dyadic trust, it could equally be the case that trust in the partner predicts
feelings of love, perceptions of the partner's agreeableness, effectiveness of conflict
resolution, etc. Similarly, the positive association between social network approval and
trust could be interpreted in reversed order. That is, perhaps individuals who trust their
partner more also elicit more approval from family and friends. Questions such as these
can only be explored in longitudinal research.
Because previous research and the current study show that the perception of the
approval of and support for the relationship by the social network is associated with
greater relationship quality, it is easy to assume that parents and friends are equipped to
judge dating relationships. Unfortunately, however, because the cause-and-effect
relationships have not yet been established in this area of research, it is impossible to
know for sure whether young adolescents really do profit from taking their parents' and
friends ' opinions into account when deciding whether they should continue to trust their
partner even though the clues coming from the relationship are very negative. Moreover,
most of the research, including the present study, has focused on perceptions of approval
by members of the social network, not their actual approval. It would be very interesting
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and useful to examine the extent to which parents and friends actually approve of the
relationship, and whether their approval really indicates that they are able to assess their
children' s and friends ' dating relationships.

Implications of the Study

The findings reported in this study have implications for the theory on dyadic
trust. Rempel and Holmes' (1989) theory on dyadic trust can be traced back to Kelley and
Thibaut's (1978) Theory of Interdependence, which in tum was greatly influenced by
Lewin's (1948) field theory. Almost 60 years ago, Lewin argued that a dyad is a group
situation, and that problems in the relationship with the partner should "be viewed as
arising from the relation between an individual and his group" (Lewin, 1997, p. 68). He
characterized the essence of a group by the interdependence of its members (Lewin,
1997). Kelley and Thibaut's theory, and subsequently that of Rempel and Holmes,
however, focus exclusively on the relationship between the partners, ignoring influences
from those members of the group outside of the dyad. The findings reported in the
present study suggest that the theory on dyadic trust might profit from being extended to
include the social network as another source of information about the trustworthiness of
the partner. It might be beneficial to have an ecological theory of trust that acknowledges
the characteristics of the individual, the relationship, and the social network as sources of
information about the trustworthiness of the partner.
The present study may also have implications for parents, therapists, and clients.
For parents, it may be important to know that children still take parents' approval of their
dating relationship into account. Even though young adults may be in college and, thus,
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may appear to be more independent and disconnected from their parents, the findings
of the current study suggest that they are perhaps more dependent on their parents than
they and their parents realize. Moreover, to the extent that young adults take their
parents' approval into account to maintain trust in the partner, parents have a
considerable responsibility toward accurately judging the relationship of their child.
For therapists and clients, too, being aware that family and friends can have quite
an influence on their clients' relationships may be important. For example, therapists may
be better able to help clients with trust issues if they are aware of the extent to which the
clients' social network seems to approve or disapprove of the clients' relationships. It
may also be important for the therapist to know whom their clients tum to when they are
uncertain about the partner or the relationship, and to which extent they trust the
judgment of others more than their own judgment {Sprecher et al., 2002).

Conclusion

This study set out to examine what makes people come to believe that their
partner is trustworthy. In line with theoretical thinking on the development of trust
(Rempel & Holmes, 1989) the results of this study showed that people look for clues in
the relationship with the partner. The findings reported here also support theoretical
thinking on generalized trust. People with lower-self-esteem and those with a more
agreeable personality found it easier to trust their partner.
The results of this investigation extend previous research and theory on trust,
however, by demonstrating that people's trust in the dating partner is not just dependent
on their predisposition to trust others in general and on the quality of the interaction with
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their dating partner, but also on their perception of their parents' and friends ' approval
of the dating relationship. That is, people also look outside their relationship to members
of their social network for information that would help them to determine the
trustworthiness of their partner. People are especially likely to look to their parents and,
to a lesser degree, their friends for clues about the trustworthiness of their partner, when
they are insecure and face problems in the relationship with the partner and, likely,
experience uncertainty about the partner and the relationship.
Research suggests that people do not typically associate the influence of family
and friends with the processes and outcomes of their romantic relationships (e.g.,
Sprecher, 1988; Sprecher et al., 2002). Yet, as this research and that of others has shown,
the social environment in which people's relationships are embedded can be quite
important to the quality of their relationships in general (Sprecher et al.), and to trust in
the dating partner in particular. This study lays the foundation for future research on
dyadic trust and social network approval.
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MEMORANDUM
TO:

Sylvia Niehuis
Rebecca Johnson
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True M. Rubal-Fox, IRB Administrator

SUBJECT: Trusting the Dating Panncr in the Face of Relationship Uncertainty:
Moderating Role of Parents and Friends

Th<

Your proposal bas been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board and is approved under
exemption #4.
X

There is no more than minimal risk to the subjects.
There is greater than minimal risk to the subjects.

This approval applies only to the proposal currently on file. Any change in the metbod1/
of the research affecting human subjccll mwt be approved by the IRB prior to
implementation. Injuries or any unanticipated problems involving risk to subjects or to othen
must be reported immediately to the IRB Office (797- 1821).
The research activities listed below are exempt based on the Department of Health and
Human Services (DHHS) regulations for the proteCtion of human research subjects, 45 CFR Pan
46. as amended to include provisions of the Federal Policy for the Protection of Human Subjects,
obj ective~

June 18. 1991.
Research, involving the collection or study of existing data, documents, records, pathological
4, specimens, or diagnostic specimens, if these sources are publ icly available or if the infonnation is
recorded by the investigator in such a manner that subj ects cannot be identified, directly or
through identifiers linked to the subjects.
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implementation. Injuries or any unanticipated problems involving risk to subjects or to others must be
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Appendix B. Own Agreeableness
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Own Agreeableness
Irritable

2

3

4

5

6.

7

Good-natured

Uncooperative

2

3

4

5

6

7

Helpful

Rude

2

3

4

5

6

7

Courteous

Ruthless

2

3

4

5

6

7

Softhearted

Selfish

2

3

4

5

6

7

Selfless

Callous

2

3

4

5

6

7

Sympathetic

SOURCE: McCrae, R. R., & Costa, P. T., Jr. (1985). Updating Norman's "adequate
taxonomy": Intelligence and personality dimensions in natural language and in
questionnaires. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 49, 710-721.
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Appendix C. Partner's Agreeableness
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Partner's Agreeableness

Irritable

2

3

4

5

6

7

Good-natured

Uncooperative

2

3

4

5

6

7

Helpful

Rude

2

3

4

5

6

7

Courteous

Ruthless

2

3

4

5

6

7

Softhearted

Selfisb

2

3

4

5

6

7

Selfless

Callous

2

3

4

5

6

7

Sympatbetic

SOURCE: McCrae, R. R., & Costa, P. T., Jr. (1985). Updating Norman ' s "adequate
taxonomy": Intelligence and personality dimensions in natural language and in
questionnaires. Journal ofPersonality and Social Psychology, 49, 710-721.
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Appendix D. Self-Esteem Scale
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Self-Esteem Scale

-......

-...c .....

>.41

>.

c ...

.. "'
0

..

0

...

!::<

ViiS

"'

Much of my self worth is dependent on
how my partner treats me. •

2

3

4

5

I feel I can be myself in this relationship.

2

3

4

5

I feel that I am a person of worth, at least
on an equal plane with others.

2

3

4

5

I feel that I have a number of good
qualities.

2

3

4

5

All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a
failure . •

2

3

4

5

I am able to do things as well as most other
people.

2

3

4

5

I feel I do not have much to be proud of. •

2

3

4

5

I take a positive attitude toward myself.

2

3

4

5

On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.

2

3

4

5

I wish I could have more respect for
myself. •

2

3

4

5

I certainly feel useless at times. •

2

3

4

5

At times I think I am no good at all. •

2

3

4

5

• Indicates that these items have been reverse scored.
SOURCE: Rosenberg, M. (1979). Conceiving the self New York: Basic Books.
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Love Scale

To what extent do you have a
sense of"belonging" with your
partner?

Not at
all

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9

Very
much

How much do you feel you
"give" to the relationship?

Very
little

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9

Very
much

To what extent do you love your
partner at this stage?

Very
little

1 2 3 4 5 6

To what extent do you feel that
the things that happen to your
partner also affect or are
important to you?

Not at
all

1 2 3 4 5

To what extent do you feel that
your relationship is somewhat
unique compared to others
you've been in?

Not at
all

How committed do you feel
toward your partner?

Not at
all

How close do you feel toward
your partner?

7 8 9

Very
much

6 7 8 9

Very
much

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very
much

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Extremely

Not close 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Extremely
at all
close

How much do you need your
partner at this stage?

N~~

How attached do you feel to
your partner?

Not at
all

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very
much

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very
much

all

SOURCE: Braiker, H. B., & Kelley, H. H. ( 1979). Conflict in the development of close
relationships. ln R. L. Burgess & T. L. Huston (Eds.), Social Exchange in Developing
Relationships (pp. 135-168). New York: Academic Press.
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Appendix F. Conflict Scale
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Conflict Scale
How often do you and your
partner argue with one
another?

Very
infrequently

I

2 3 4

5

6

7

8 9

Very
frequently

To what extent do you try to
change things about your
partner that bother you (i .e.,
behaviors, attitudes, etc.)?

Not at all

I

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very
much

How often do you feel
angry or resentful toward
your partner?

Not at all

I

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very
often

When you and your partner
argue, how serious are the
problems or arguments?

Not serious
at all

I

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very
serious

To what extent do you
communicate negative
feelings toward your partner
(e.g., anger, dissatisfaction,
frustration)?

Not at all

I

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Very
much

SOURCE: Braiker, H. B., & Kelley, H . H. (1979). Conflict in the development of close
relationships. In R. L. Burgess & T. L. Huston (Eds.), Social Exchange in Developing
RelaJionships (pp. 135-168) New York: Academic Press.
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Appendix G. Ambivalence Scale
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Ambivalence Scale

How confused are you about
your feelings toward your
partner?

Not at all

I

2 3 4 5

6

7 8

9

Extremely

How much do you think about
or worry about losing some of
your independence by being
involved with your partner?

Not at all

I

2 3 4 5

6

7 8

9

Very
much

How ambivalent or unsure are
you about continuing in the
relationship with your partner?

Not
unsure at
all

I

2 3 4 5

6

7 8

9

Extremely
unsure

To what extent do you feel that
your partner demands or
requires too much of your time
and attention?

Not at all

I

2 3 4 5

6

7

8

9

Very
much

To what extent do you feel
"trapped" or pressured to
continue in this relationship?

Not at all

I

2 3 4 5

6

7 8

9

Very
much

SOURCE: Braiker, H. B., & Kelley, H. H. (1979). Conflict in the development of close
relationships. In R. L. Burgess & T. L. Huston (Eds.), Social Exchange in Developing
Relationships (pp. 135-168). New York: Academic Press.
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Appendix H. Conflict Resolution Effectiveness

101

Conflict Resolution Scale
Partner says or does something to
hurt my feelings. • (PA)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well

Partner gets really mad and starts
yelling. • (PA)

Not at all

1 2 3

4 5 Extremely well

Partner gets sarcastic. • (PA)

Not at all

1 2 3

4 5 Extremely well

The more we talk the madder my
partner gets. * (P A)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well

My partner gets mad and walks out. *
(PA)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well

My partner takes a long time to get
over feeling mad. * (PA)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well

My partner clams up, holds in his/her
feelings. *(PAC)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well

My partner tries to avoid talking
about it.* (PAC)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well

My partner comes right out and tells
me how he/she is feeling. (PAC)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well

My partner gets cool and distant,
gives me the cold shoulder. *(PAC)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well

My partner tries to work out a
compromise. (PC)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well

My partner tries to smooth things
over. (PC)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well

My partner tries to reason with me.
(PC)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well

My partner listens to what I have to
say and tries to understand how I
really feel. (PC)

Not at all

1 2 3 4 5 Extremely well
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Not at all

1 2 3 4

5

Extremely well

Not at all

I

2

3 4

5

Always

Not at all

I

2

3 4

5

Always

*

Not at all

I

2

3 4

5

Always

Afterwards my partner goes ahead
and does what he/she wants anyway.
• (EO)
I end up feeling hurt. • (EO)

Not at all

I

2

3 4

5

Always

Not at all

I

2

3 4

5

Always

I feel as though talking about it was a
waste of time. • (EO)

Not at all

I

2

3 4

5

Always

Later he/she uses what I' ve said
against me. *(EO)

Not at all

I

2

3 4

5

Always

Afterwards I feel I understand my
partner better than before. (10)

Not at all

I

2

3 4

5

Always

Afterwards I feel closer to my partner
and more loving than before. (IO)

Not at all

I

2

3 4

5

Always

We end up agreeing it's okay to
disagree. (IO)

Not at all

I

2

3 4

5

Always

We have fun making up. (10)

Not at all

I

2

3 4

5

Always

Both of us give in some to the other.
(10)

Not at all

1 2 3

4

5

Always

I end up going along with what my
partner wants. (10)

Not at all

1 2

3 4

5

Always

I end up feeling sorry for what I said.
10

Not at all

1 2 3

5

Always

My partner does something to let me
know he/she really loves me even if
we disagree. (PC)
We start out disagreeing about one
thing and end up arguing about lots of
things. * (EO)
My partner agrees to change but
never does it. * (EO)
I end up feeling annoyed or angry.
(EO)

4

103

*Indicates that these items were reverse scored.
PA = Partner Attacks
PAC= Partner Avoids Confrontation
PC = Partner Compromises
EO = Escalation Outcome
10 = Intimacy Outcome
SOURCE: Rands, M., Levinger, G., & Mellinger, G. D. (1981). Patterns of conflict
resolution and marital satisfaction. Journal of Family Issues, 2, 297-321.

104

Appendix I. Dyadic Trust
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Dyadic Trust Scale

.,_
"'.. .......

....
.,c.

... =
..

"' =
.....

Q

..

s~

Q

<V5

My partner is primarily interested in
his/her own welfare. *

2

3

4

s

6

7

There are times when my partner
cannot be trusted. *

2

3

4

s

6

7

My partner is perfectly honest and
truthful with me.

2

3

4

s

6

7

I feel that I can trust my partner
completely.

2

3

4

s

6

7

My partner is truly sincere in his/her
promises.

2

3

4

s

6

7

I feel that my partner does not show
me enough consideration. *

2

3

4

s

6

7

My partner treats me fairly and justly.

2

3

4

s

6

7

I feel that my partner can be counted
on to help me.

2

3

4

s

6

7

*Indicates that these items were reverse scored.
SOURCE: Larzelere, R . E., & Huston, T. L. (1980). The dyadic trust scale: Toward
understanding interpersonal trust in close relationships. Journal ofMarriage and the
Family, 42, 595-604.

